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Patterns of Similarities and Differences:  Cones and Conifers

~Teaching Suggestions~
Pitchy cones (White Pine) can be baked for one-half hour at 200° to set the pitch (but this does get stinky so keep a window open and be sure to watch your oven carefully).

If you get pitch on your hands, you can remove it with vegetable oil or rubbing alcohol. Be sure to have some vegetable oil along when you teach this workshop.

CONE HUNT

This activity can be done later in the workshop after children have learned more about cones.

PUPPET SHOW

If one-year pine cones aren't available for use as puppets, you can use spruce cones on a stick. Keep them closed by storing them with a damp paper towel in a plastic sandwich bag.

PINE CONE PATTERNS

The spiral pattern is easier to see if the scales are closed.  If soaked, cones will stay closed for a few days. However, they do need to be dry enough to hold paint for this activity.

Q-tips work very well as paint brushes. Place a dollop of paint in a jar lid for children to share. Or, you can use gel pens to highlight the spirals.

Introduce the Fibonacci sequence as a supplemental discussion for older grades only.

SPIN THE CONE

For younger children, place a photocopy of the needles by each cone. Children can then match real branches to photos. OR, an adult can read the clues while students find the correct branches.

For older children, add a balsam branch so that the last match isn't obvious.

Fresh branches will be needed after a week or so. They keep better in a refrigerator or in a plastic bag in a cool location.

CONIFER ID

Ahead of time, mark conifers on or near the school grounds with colorful pieces of surveyor’s tape on which you’ve written each tree’s name. After playing Spin the Cone, give each pair or small group of children a branch and lead them outside to a place where they can see the marked trees. Have the children compare their branch to the marked conifers and try to find the one that matches their branch. They can tell the leader the name and exchange the branch for a different branch and then try to identify another tree. 

JOURNAL ACTIVITY

Prompt: Outside, sketch the outline of two conifer trees and note what kind they are in your journal.

Alternate prompt if there aren’t conifers growing on the school grounds:

Find and draw an example of a spiral you find outside (flower heads, acorn tops, cones, buds).

EXTENSIONS

Cones in the Rain: if you take a dry pine cone and place it in a jar of water the scales will close up in about ten minutes. If removed from water the scales will open up again in a day or two. On a tree, this insures that seeds will fall out only in dry weather when they are more likely to be blown away from the parent tree. Why would growing under a pine tree not be a good place for a little pine? (too shady, crowded, might get covered up with needles)    

SNACK

If tree nut allergy is not an issue in your school, you might serve toasted pine nuts as a snack. There are some kinds of pines with large, edible seeds, that grow in Italy, Korea, and the American southwest. These seeds are dispersed by animals (especially birds), rather than wind.
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